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The Great Butterfly Bush Debate has long been 
raging. It seems everything about this plant - Buddleja 
davidii - is debatable, from the spelling of its scientific 
name (is it Buddleja as indicated on the USDA 
website, or the more commonly used Buddleia?) 
to the plant’s common name (is it Orange Eye 
Butterflybush, courtesy again of the USDA website, or 
the more widely used butterfly bush?).

When we move from the name of the plant to the use 
of the plant, the debate intensifies. What role should it 
play in butterfly gardening? Is it too invasive? Should 
it be planted at all?

This special issue of Butterfly Gardener is devoted to 
the butterfly bush (however you choose to name or 
spell it). The sole purpose of the issue is to provide 
lots of food for thought, similar to the overload of 
nectar provided by the butterfly bush itself. My own 
thoughts about using butterfly bush as a nectar plant 
have changed quite a bit as a result of this issue. 
Perhaps yours will too.

Many wonderful writers have helped shape and write 
this special issue. From inception, they have provided 
feedback, suggestions, and, of course, their writing:
•	 Mary Anne Borge and Lenora Larson stepped 

forward to provide contrasting articles about 
the use of this popular nectar plant, agreeing to 
disagree.

•	 Charlotte Adelman wrote an overview of native 
butterfly bushes that might be used in the 
southwestern portions of the United States.

•	 Instars contributor Sal Levinson developed a 
nectar garden paper craft to compliment the 
issue’s theme.

•	 And many NABA members answered an online 
survey adding their own experiences and ideas to 
the great butterfly bush debate!

                - Jane Hurwitz, Editor
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We want to hear from you! 
Please send Butterfly Gardener
correspondence and submissions to: 
Jane Hurwitz, Editor, NABA, 
4 Delaware Road, Morristown, NJ 
07960; hurwitz@naba.org

Articles, gardening tips and 
observations, artwork, digital high 
resolution photographs, poetry and 
comments will be considered for 
publication. Please send 
self-addressed stamped envelope for 
items to be returned. 
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Butterfly Gardener, 4 Delaware 
Road, Morristown, NJ 07960, or 
telephone (973) 285-0907 or fax 
(973) 285-0936 for current rates and 
closing dates.

Membership Services
For questions concerning 
membership issues, magazines, or 
changes of address, please write to 
NABA Membership Services,
4 Delaware Road, Morristown, NJ 
07960. Occasionally, members send 
membership dues in twice. Our 
policy in such cases, unless 
instructed otherwise, is to extend 
membership for an additional year.

Butterfly Gardener	magazine	is	a	publication	of	North	American	Butterfly	Association	(NABA).	Members	
of NABA receive both Butterfly Gardener and American Butterflies magazines. To become a member of 
NABA, please see page 12 of this issue of Butterfly Gardener or visit www.naba.org

In	the	five	years	since	its	inception,	NABA’s	Butterfly	Garden	Certification	program	has	attracted	over	
900	people	interested	in	increasing	habitat	for	butterflies.	Many	individuals,	facilities,	and	institutions,	
including schools, golf courses, nursing homes, state parks, garden clubs, and cemeteries, have certi-
fied	their	habitats	through	NABA.	Posting	a	NABA	butterfly	garden	certification	sign	helps	to	open	con-
versations	about	the	importance	of	butterfly	habitat	and	increase	public	awareness	about	the	needs	of	
butterflies.

Have	you	certified	your	butterfly	garden	with	NABA?	If	so,	Butterfly Gardener might be interested in 
highlighting	your	butterfly	garden	experience	in	the	magazine.	Submissions	to	the	magazine	should	be	
1,000	words	or	less	and	be	accompanied	by	three	to	five	photos	(of	at	least	1Mb	file	size).	Gardens	will	
be selected on a variety of criteria such as quality of photos, location of garden (we would like to high-
light	many	regions),	types	of	plants	used,	and,	of	course,	the	story	of	your	butterfly	garden	experience.	
Butterfly Gardener does not pay for articles but does provide three complimentary copies of the issue 
in	which	an	author’s	article	runs.	Additionally,	certified	butterfly	gardens	that	are	highlighted	will	receive	
a pdf of their Butterfly Gardener article that they may reproduce for their own use.

For further details, please contact Butterfly Gardener at hurwitz@naba.org 

Certify Your Love of Butterfly Gardening with 
NABA’s Butterfly Garden & Habitat Program

This garden provides
resources that increase
the world’s population

of butter�ies

North American Butterfly Association | www.naba.org

Certified Butterfly Garden

Visit www.nababutterfly.com 
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NABA is a not-for-profit organization formed to educate the public about the joys of non-
consumptive, recreational butterflying including listing, gardening, observation, photography, 

rearing, and conservation. Membership in NABA is open to all who share our purpose.
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It’s all about the next generation:  the caterpillars 

There’s no denying that Orange Eye Butterflybush (Buddleja davidii), also 
frequently called butterfly bush, can be a lovely plant.  In a sunny location 
it has attractive flowers, blooms for a long period of time, and may draw 
a variety of species of adult butterflies for nectaring.  What more could a 
butterfly gardener want?  What else is there to know?  

What about caterpillars?

In Butterflies Through Binoculars, Jeffrey Glassberg says: “The most 
important factor contributing to the decline of butterfly species is habitat 
loss.”  Glassberg also states: “For many uncommon butterflies the 
easiest way to locate colonies is to search for sites where the foodplant 
is common.”  By foodplant, he means the plant(s) on which the
next generation, the caterpillars, can feed and thrive. Perpetuation of 
butterfly species requires habitat that will support a butterfly’s full 
life cycle, not just the adult stage.    

Butterflies of the East Coast: 
An Observer’s Guide by Rick Cech 
and Guy Tudor notes that “the most important single 
determinant of butterfly distributions,
as well as many other aspects of their lives” 
are the butterfly’s “host plants”, the foodplants 
that caterpillars need to survive.

None of these sources identify
butterfly bush as a foodplant for 
butterfly caterpillars.  Does it provide 
food for the hungry caterpillars of 
any species of butterflies or moths
native to North America?  

A search of the Natural History Museum’s database of known host
plants yields only one species of Lepidoptera present in 
North America that uses butterfly bush as a foodplant, 
the Buddelja Budworm Moth, present only in urban areas of California 
and thought to be introduced there. So it’s not a caterpillar foodplant.  

Butterfly Bush :
Are There Better Alternatives?
Text and Photos by Mary Anne Borge



Isn’t it enough that butterfly bush is a good 
nectar source?  

It would be, except for one thing.

The	butterfly	bush	Plant	Fact	Sheet	from	the	USDA	
Natural Resources Conservation Service (http://plants.
usda.gov/factsheet/pdf/fs_buda2.pdf) includes a 
bright red warning, “Caution:  This plant may become 
invasive.” 

The USDA lists it as naturalized in 20 states, British 
Columbia, and Puerto Rico.  This means it has escaped 
from gardens to surrounding natural areas, with the 
potential to crowd out native vegetation that is essential 
to	wildlife,	including	butterflies	and	birds.	It	can	be	
difficult	to	remove	once	it	has	established	itself.	

According	to	the	USDA,	butterfly	bush	(except	for	a	
few sterile cultivars) is prohibited for entry, transport, 
purchase, sale or propagation in the state of Oregon.  It 
is prohibited from being propagated, released, displayed 
or sold in New Zealand, is listed as one of the top twenty weeds in Western Europe, and in 2007, the 
US Fish and Wildlife Service Bayscapes program listed it as a plant that should no longer be used for 
landscaping.1 

It’s	not	that	butterfly	bush	is	inherently	a	bad	plant.		It	is	native	to	China,	not	North	America,	Europe	
or New Zealand.  The insects, birds and other residents with which it evolved in China and that 
depend on it for food there aren’t present in the areas in which it was introduced.  So there are no 
species here that will naturally keep it in check.  This is always a potential danger when a species is 
introduced in an environment in which it is not native, where its food web partners are missing.  

A sterile cultivar might be worth a try, but they have a tendency to evolve back into a fertile state over 
time, so they may become a problem further down the road.  Is it worth the risk? 

There are better alternatives

The good news is that there are lots of great alternatives to butterfly bush. 

For caterpillar food plants, consider trees and shrubs like Black Cherry, Tuliptree, Northern 
Spicebush, blueberries, Gray Dogwood, Ninebark, Hoptree and Pipevine, and herbaceous perennials 
including American or Maryland Senna, Blue Wild Indigo, violets, milkweeds and asters.    

For nectar, in addition to the plants listed above, you can’t beat mountain mints, Common Buttonbush, 
and	Coastal	Sweetpepperbush.		What	thirsty	butterfly	could	resist	pink	clouds	of	joe	pye	weed,	bold	
purple	New	York	Ironweed,	or	sunburst	yellow	coneflowers?		From	late	summer	through	fall,	the	
shimmering	yellows	of	goldenrods	and	the	many	bright	hues	of	asters	are	a	prolific	source	of	food	for	
1   Nita G. Tallent-Halsell and Michael S. Watt, “The Invasive Buddleja davidii (butterfly bush),” The Botanical Review, September 1, 2009.
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Common Buckeye on 
Aromatic Aster

hungry	butterflies	and	native	bee	species,	
while hosting many other insects that 
provide essential food for birds. 

Listed above and pictured here are just 
a few of my personal favorites.  Good 
sources of information about plants 
that will work well in your area include 
Attracting Native Pollinators by Mader, 
Shephard, Vaughan, Black and LeBuhn;  
Bringing Nature Home by Douglas W. 
Tallamy, and your state or regional native 
plant society.

We are all (except in Oregon and 
New Zealand!) free to choose.  Would 
you like to have a chance to watch 
butterfly	species	successfully	raise	new	
generations on your property, and protect 
their habitat in the natural areas near 
you?  Choose well, and you will have a 
continuously changing display of colorful 
blossoms	to	host	adult	butterflies	from	
early spring through late fall.  
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American Lady on goldenrod

Monarch on 
New York
Ironweed

Red Admiral on Ninebark

               Plant Species – Scientific names

Black Cherry                                 Prunus serotina
Tuliptree                        Liriodendron tulipifera
Northern Spicebush                         Lindera benzoin
blueberries                                       Vaccinium corymbosum, 
                     Vaccomoium angustifolium
Gray Dogwood                                 Cornus racemosa
Common Ninebark                           Physocarpus opulifolius
Common Hoptree                            Ptelea trifoliata
Pipevine                                           Aristolochia macrophylla
American Senna,       Senna hebacarpa
Maryland Senna                    Senna marilandica 
Blue Wild Indigo                      Baptisia australis
Common Buttonbush                       Cephalanthus occidentalis
Coastal Sweetpepperbush              Clethra alnifolia
joe pye weeds                                Eupatoriadelphus fistulosus, 
                                 Eupatoriadelphus maculates,
                     Eupatorium purpureum
New York Ironweed                     Vernonia noveboracensis
Butterfly Milkweed                         Asclepias tuberosa
Aromatic Aster                              Symphyotrichum oblongifolium

Mary Anne Borge is a naturalist, writer, and 
photographer who lives in 
New Jersey. Follow her at 
www.the-natural-web.org
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Butterfly Bush: Is it Right for You?
A Survey          by Jane Hurwitz
In late April 2012, a survey was posted on NABA’s Facebook page to solicit information about 
how people used butterfly bush in their gardens.  83% of the respondents listed themselves 
as NABA members and all but six had an opinion on butterfly bush. While it was a decidedly 
unscientific survey, the respondents had many experiences with butterfly bush to share. 

Out of 57 respondents, 6 did not grow butterfly bush and did not give a reason. One 
Pennsylvania respondent did not grow it because it was too invasive. A few mentioned 
being influenced by Douglas Tallamy’s book, Bringing Home Nature, and as a result have 
discontinued growing non-native plants. A few others stated that they use exclusively native 
plants in their gardens and have for quite some time. The remainder of the respondents used 
butterfly bush in some context, with many emphasizing that in addition to butterfly bush 
they grow as many native food plants as possible to provide for butterfly reproduction. Many 
respondents mentioned that at their locations butterfly bush was not invasive.

One survey question asked, “If you grow butterfly bush, what butterflies are the most 
common visitors to butterfly bush in your garden?” Since responses to the survey came from 
all over the United States, the answers to this question seemed to include just about every 
common garden butterfly.

Another survey question asked, “If you grow butterfly bush, what groups of butterflies that 
are present in your garden do not visit butterfly bush?” Again, given the large geographic 
sample, these responses contained just about every common garden butterfly. The apparent 
contradiction between the answers these two questions brings to mind the realtor’s mantra: 
Location! Location! Location! The geographic location you live in will determine what 
butterflies you see. The location of your butterfly bush in your garden will also determine 
what butterflies you see. 

Yet another question asked, “Do you have a plant in your garden that is a good substitute 
nectar source for butterfly bush?” Lantana was the most commonly mentioned substitute. 
Milkweed and agastache were also commonly mentioned. One respondent wrote the following 
response which summarized how many other people answered this question: “ONLY 
seasonally. Common and Butterfly Milkweed are great for two weeks in May, Swamp Milkweed 
is good for two weeks in July/August, joe-pye weed is good for two weeks in August, and 
others for their shorter bloom seasons. In reality, only a few gardeners can provide a FULL 
season of nectar with all their plants, so butterfly bush is an easy way to provide nectar 
throughout the season in any yard or garden.”

75 % of respondents grow butterfly bush in the full sun, and 76% report that the highest 
number of butterflies are seen in the afternoon.

Thanks to all who took the time to brief us on their butterfly gardening with butterfly bush!
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It’s unanimous among butterfly gardening authors, Midwestern gardeners, and the butterflies who 
vote with their tongues: Orange Eye Butterflybush (Buddleja davidii), also commonly known simply 
as butterfly bush, is the preferred late summer nectar source, a perfectly named butterfly magnet.  
Now the butterfly bush is under attack from well-meaning native plant lovers. I am an active member 
of the Kansas Native Plant Society; however, the butterfly bush still reigns supreme in my garden 
and I proudly promote it in my many butterfly gardening presentations and tours. 

Even if a gardener were not interested in butterflies, this woody shrub’s many virtues should earn it 
a place in every sunny yard. The only care is dead-heading (mandatory in states where it self-sows) 
and annual stooling (whacking) to the ground in late winter to encourage bushiness and flower 
production.  It is hardy to zone 5 and remains evergreen from zone 8 south. Over 100 cultivars 
provide a broad color palette for the discriminating gardener, although butterflies prefer the lavender-
pink (mauve) of the species to the white and dark purple cultivars. Dwarf varieties and variegated 
foliage add to the array of choices.

Why Do Butterflies Love Butterfly Bush? 

Research has identified the factors that influence a butterfly’s flower choice. Color is the primary cue; 
mauve (lavender-pink) and yellow are the most attractive hues. Blooms should be massed together 

Butterfly Bush:
 Ultimate Butterfly Magnet

Text and photos by Lenora Larson

Red-spotted Purple 
nectaring on butterfly bush
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and the flower’s shape should provide a landing strip and shallow nectaries to accommodate 
the butterfly’s relatively short tongue.  The nectar should be plentiful, high in carbohydrates, and 
continually replenished.

Buddleja excels in every category. Butterflies easily access the copious nectar with a high 
concentration of sucrose.  Reportedly, even the sterile hybrids are nectar-rich, but my experience 
is limited to the Buddleja davidii species, since my less vigorous hybrids died long ago in this 
unforgiving Kansas climate. 

A Native of China and Japan 

Native Plant Absolutists gnash their teeth in frustration, but butterflies are not ideologues. They 
are pragmatists at the molecular level.  If their foot’s chemical receptor and the molecule match, 
the plant’s origin is irrelevant. Why be so rigid?  Our Regional Director of the Kansas Native Plant 
Society has a greenhouse and raises hundreds of butterfly bushes to sell at area Master Gardener 
plant sales. My sense of justice is offended by Americans who eat predominantly non-native foods, 
but would refuse that same pleasure to butterflies.
 

Invasive Thug?

A more serious charge against Buddleja is its invasiveness, but this vice is not universal. Monarch 
Watch, the Monarch Migration Research Station at the University of Kansas, uses and promotes 
butterfly bush without invasive incidents. Powell Gardens, the prestigious Kansas City Botanical 
Garden, under the leadership of Alan Branhagen, Executive Director of Horticulture and author 
of The Gardener’s Butterfly Book, has been monitoring Buddleja for the past fifteen years. His 
experience shows that it may self-sow in disturbed areas, but never beyond the garden’s cultivated 
soil.  I welcome a few volunteer seedlings each spring, but they never stray into my pastures or 
woodlot. That said, gardeners in the Northeast and Northwest are understandably aghast that we 
Midwesterners remain steadfast in our support of butterfly bush.  In those gentle climates, it can be 
an invasive, noxious weed. 

Solution: Rigorous Deadheading

Gardeners in at-risk states do not need to deny butterflies their favorite adult beverage.  Buddleja 
spreads by seed, so if the flowers are deadheaded just as they start to wither, there will be no 
volunteers. Do you have the resolve and discipline?  If not, look for another plant choice.  If you can 
commit to religious deadheading, the butterflies and many other pollinators will thank you.
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Master Gardener and Kansas Native Plant Society member, Lenora Larson, gardens and 
hosts butterflies in the cruel winds and clay soil of Eastern Kansas.

Great Spangled 
Fritillary nectaring on 
butterfly	bush
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Woolly Butterflybush
   Texans who love silvery, variegated looking foliage need look no farther than their native perennial 
Woolly Butterflybush (Buddleja marrubiifolia), a member of the Buddlejaceae or Butterfly Bush Family. 
   This “gorgeous”1 woolly ornamental shrub generally gets three feet tall (or more) and about as wide. 
It produces small but profuse and conspicuous long lasting and repeatedly blooming, orange-yellow or 
orange-red balls of aromatic lantana-like flowers from June to October. The shrub performs best when 
planted in full sun, after a rain, and if it is regularly (but not over) watered.

   The Woolly Butterflybush’s preference for dry, well-drained soils (xeric, sandy, loamy, limestone) 
mimics its native habitat: the limestone arroyos and canyons of the Texas and Mexican Chihuahuan 
Desert where the shrub developed its fuzzy, pale, white rimmed leaves as a strategy to retain scarce 
moisture.  Not cold tolerant, it needs special care only when it is planted outside its native range, which 
is Southern Trans-Pecos and Mexico.  

   A bonus is the hummingbirds that Woolly Butterflybush attracts. Pollinators include bees and 
butterflies such as the Giant Swallowtail, Gulf Fritillary, Pipevine Swallowtail, and Tiger Swallowtail,2 
and beneficial flies. Drought-tolerant and virtually problem free, this striking garden-worthy shrub is the 
best known native North American butterfly bush. Available commercially, it has been included in, and 
is a good choice for many Texas planned landscapes.  

   “Contrast its softness with a crisp-edged succulent,” silhouette it “against either adobe or limestone,” 
and accentuate the orange in its flowers with “chuparosa, ocotillo, globe mallow and California poppy,”3 
suggests landscape designer Sally Wasowski. Woolly Butterflybush can be seen growing at the 
Ladybird Johnson Wildflower Center in Austin, TX, where it is often available at its plant sales. “It’s a 
great garden plant,” says Andrea De-Long-Amaya, the Center’s Director of Horticulture.

Rio Grande Butterflybush 
   The less well known Rio Grande Butterflybush (Buddleja sessiliflora) is a large beautiful native three 
to six foot tall shrub that develops conspicuous yellow or green flowers from April through July and does 
best in moist sandy soil and light shade.  It is native to Arizona and Texas stream and river banks. It is 
rarely encountered in the wild. This butterfly bush attracts butterflies like the Great Purple Hairstreak, 
and numerous bees and flies number among its pollinators, reports Martin Hagne. The Executive 
Director of Valley Nature Center in Weslaco, TX, he grows this butterfly bush, which is native to his 
southernmost Texas area, in his 6-acre nature park, some near a small artificial pond. 

“I think they could be a nice addition in butterfly gardens if available,” Mr. Hagne advised in an 

Native 
Butterfly
Bushes
Text by
Charlotte Adelman

Photos by Stan Sheb
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email. “They do look nice, and grow well here in the heat.” The flowers’ only drawback seems to be 
their scent, described by some as “wet dog’s ear.” 

Utah, Wand, and Escobilla Butterflybushes
Potentially garden-worthy native butterfly bush species include Utah Butterflybush (aka 

Panamint Butterflybush, or Summer Lilac) (Buddleja utahensis), which is native to parts of western 
North America, notably California. Like many of its relatives, this shrub features gray foliage and yellow 
flowers. The Texas or Wand Butterflybush (Buddleja racemosa) was first named and described in 1859 
by John Torrey, and is native to parts of Texas. The Escobilla Butterflybush (Buddleja scordioides), 
native to parts of Arizona, New Mexico, Texas and Mexico, has been the subject of scientific studies  
to determine if useful chemicals can be extracted from the plant. 

If respectfully protected, and more widely incorporated into its home regions in our gardens and 
landscapes, the native butterfly bush species promise to provide ornamental beauty and nectar for 
many of our nation’s important pollinators and also provide scientific benefits.   

1   Noreen Damude and Kelly Conrad Bender, Texas Wildscapes – Gardening for Wildlife (Texas Parks & Wildlife, 1999), 240, 241.
2   Ibid, 98,99.
3   Sally Wasowski with Andy Wasowski, Native Landscaping from El Paso to L.A. (Contemporary Books, 1995), 103

Charlotte Adelman is a co-author of The Midwestern Native Garden - Native Alternatives to 
Nonnative Flowers and Plants, An Illustrated Guide (Ohio University Press, 2011). Retired Chicago 

lawyers, Charlotte and her co-author and husband, Bernie, turned their suburban backyard into 
a prairie/savanna garden. The beauty of the native flowers and grasses and the wealth of birds, 

bees and butterflies they attracted inspired two books, Prairie Directory of North America - US and 
Canada (Lawndale Enterprises, 2001), and their latest, The Midwestern Native Garden. 

Rio	Grande	Butterflybush	is	growing	as	a	
small tree/ large shrub in  the gardens at 
the	National	Butterfly	Center	in	Mission,	
TX.		Rio	Grande	Butterflybush	is	propo-
gated	at	the	National	Butterfly	Center	and	

is for sale in its nursery.

	Do	you	grow	any	of	the	native	butterfly	
bushes mentioned in this article?

 Butterfly Gardener Magazine would be 
interested to hear your experiences of gar-

dening with any of these plants. 
Email:	nababutterflygardener@gmail.com

Photo	right:	Utah	Butterflybush	
                    (Buddleja utahensis)
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Everybody	loves	seeing	butterflies	and	flowers	together.	That	is	why	nectar	gardens	are	so	popular.	
Many plants make good nectar sources. But some nectar plants can become weeds. Buddleja can 
become weedy in Washington and Oregon. Lantana is a weed in Hawaii. Dandelions are common 
lawn	weeds.	But	butterflies	love	these	plants.	How	can	we	provide	for	the	needs	of	butterflies	while	
also dealing with the problems caused by these plants?

Papercraft instructions: 

Make a machine copy of the papercraft.

Color the plants and the house.

Cut out card and plants on bold lines

Fold card on dashed lines, unprinted sides together

Cut the six parallel bold lines to make slits

Refold the card on dashed lines, printed sides
together. Unfold.

Pinch the center of the elbows on the dotted lines, 
unprinted sides together.

Fold the bases of the elbows on the dashed lines, printed sides together.

Fold and crease the card so the popups work smoothly.

Glue the Buddleja to the center popup elbow.

Glue the lantana to a popup elbow on the left side.

Glue the aster to the popup elbow on the right side.

All done! Do you remember the names of the nectar plants?

As an undergraduate at UC Berkeley, Sal Levinson studied Conservation of Natural
 Resources. After graduating, she held several insect related jobs working in the fields of 

central California, the forests of Connecticut and Idaho, and the labs of Berkeley, 
discovering and developing her interests in bugs. Sal pursued graduate work in

 entomology at UC Riverside and at UC Berkeley. She takes pleasure in sharing her interest in 
butterflies via teacher trainings, educational workshops, presentations, publications and, as 

of last year, butterfly walks at the UC Botanical Garden.
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